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Abstract: 
The paper traces recent changes to household infrastructure and tenancy management 
procedures in the town camps of Alice Springs and reports on changing social practices of 
town camp residents in the context of climate change adaptation. It is drawn from a wider 
study and forms part of the National Climate Change Adaptation Research Facility 
(NCCARF) funded project “Living Change”. The project examines social practices and town 
camp resident memories of dealing with hot and cold weather and extreme weather events, 
including heat, cold, storm and flood. Specifically, within this, the focus for this paper is upon 
dealing with hot weather, in the context of increasing temperatures, heat waves and hot 
weather related events. Focussing on how residents deal with heat and hot weather 
conditions, the project utilises a social practice methodology to highlight developments in 
household practices and community resilience to predicted climate change.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Introduction  
The aim of this research is to contribute to understanding how comfort practices in 
households are adapting to the changing physical and climatic environmental conditions in 
the town camps of Alice Springs. This paper is drawn from a wider study and forms part of 
the National Climate Change Adaptation Research Facility (NCCARF) funded project “Living 
Change” focussed upon the town camps of Alice Springs. The project examines social 
practices and town camp resident memories of dealing with hot and cold weather and 
extreme weather events, including heat, cold, storm and flood. Specifically, within this, the 
focus for this paper is upon dealing with hot weather, in the context of increasing 
temperatures, heat waves and hot weather related events.  
A focus on social practices provides a framework for researchers, community groups, 
service providers and housing management organisations to conceptualise town camp 
resilience and vulnerability to climate change. In a departure from several previous studies 
(Elvin et al, 2012, Healthabitat 2011, Tangentyere Research Hub 2011, CoolMob 2011, The 
Architects Studio 2000), that focussed on changing the behaviour of household residents or 
assessing occupant satisfaction with housing performance, this project attempted to identify 
the various elements of practices related to keeping warm and cool in town camp 
households. These elements include housing hardware, management regimes, and the 
knowledge and preferences of the town camp residents. 
Housing Design in Aboriginal communities 
Aboriginal housing design is a specialised field within housing studies due to the need to 
incorporate an understanding of cultural differences in Aboriginal domiciliary behaviour 
(Memmott, 1989:115). Housing for Indigenous people living in regional and remote Australia 
has been long characterised by an acute shortage of dwellings, poor quality construction, 
and a building stock ill-suited to Indigenous lifestyles and preferences. Rapid population 
growth, short housing stock lifetimes, and rising construction costs have meant that efforts to 
limit overcrowding and provide healthy living environments for Indigenous people have been 
difficult for governments to achieve. However, in the 46 years since the 1967 referendum 
that formally recognised Aboriginal people in the census, many aspects of Indigenous 
housing, in particular culturally specific living practices and preferences of Aboriginal 
residents, have been observed and acknowledged in the design and management of 
Indigenous dwellings. This has included the study of traditional Indigenous dwellings, 
traditional socio-spatial properties of Indigenous settlements, the composition of Indigenous 
‘households’, housing and health, and the use of inside and outside domestic space 
(Heppell 1979, Heppell and Wigley 1981, Ross 1987, Memmott 1988, Pholeros et al 1993, 
Memmott and Moran 2001, Memmott 2007, Department of Social Services 2012).  
Western style housing imposes conditions on Indigenous residents that hinder the 
performance of some cultural practices, while assisting others. If the act of adjusting to living 
in a particular house strains traditional relationships and practices, then severe stress can 
result (Memmott 1988, Reser 1979, Ross 1987). As Ross noted, ‘Inappropriate housing and 
town planning have the capacity to disrupt social organisation, the mechanisms for 
maintaining smooth social relations, and support networks’ (Ross: 1987:6). Memmott 
(1988:34) lists the stress factors around housing for Indigenous people as including: lack of 
protection from the weather, living in squalor, overcrowding, alcoholism, domestic violence, 
wide-spread ill-health, insecurity from temporary tenure, and the threat of forced eviction. 
Many of these conditions continue to impact on Indigenous housing. 
The town camps of Alice Springs 
The town camps of Alice Springs have existed in some form or other since the establishment 
of Alice Springs itself (then called Stuart) in the late 19th century (Heppell and Wigley, 
1981:6). However, considerable efforts were made by the local (white) population, supported 
by various levels of government, to ensure that the camps were not made permanent 
(Rowley 1970, Heppell and Wigley 1981). This ensured that for over a century the camps 
were denied land tenure, water, electricity, and sanitation services. Despite this, Indigenous 
people continued to occupy discrete parcels of land and establish permanent presence and 
residential buildings around Alice Springs. This reflects the fact that Alice Springs is an 
important centre for Aboriginal people from the outlying areas of the central desert region of 
Australia, with people coming to town to visit relatives, for employment, to receive medical 
treatment, attend to government or police business, and for shopping and recreation 
(Heppell and Wigley 1981:7, Habibis et al, 2011:4). With accommodation options within the 
town severely limited and restricted, visitors have little option but to stay with relatives and 
friends in the town camps. Visitor numbers can swell the permanent town camp population 
by up to 50% (Heppell and Wigley 1981:51, Foster 2005:33).  
The Aboriginal population in Alice Springs is a heterogeneous one, with significant 
differences between the various camps and groups of people. Each camp is a small 
community, substantially made up of residents connected by ties of friendship, kinship and 
common language. Traditional ties, customs, and laws are strong, as is the association with 
‘traditional’ land or country. Residents of a town camp identify as members of a group with 
shared mutual interests and responsibilities (Heppell and Wigley, 1981:51). Camps are 
mostly geographically oriented towards traditional lands, with camps on the west, east, north 
and south of central Alice Springs reflecting the direction of the traditional lands of the 
residents (Tangentyere Council 2013). The original dwellings in the town camps were self-
built from variously sourced materials, or consisted of small numbers of tents or caravans. 
While often lacking in protection and amenity, they reflected traditional Aboriginal spatial 
settlement patterns (including specific areas for single people, for example), and could 
respond to changing weather conditions. As Wigley noted, ‘One of the most important 
factors is that the structures are built in such a way that they can be quickly modified to suit 
prevailing conditions’ (Heppell and Wigley, 1981:57). As the building of permanent houses 
and infrastructure has developed since the 1980s, the structure of the town camps has 
modified and become more conventionally planned. However, the role of Tangentyere 
Council and its architectural arm has ensured that considerable effort was put into designing 
house types that accommodated local Aboriginal preferences for living (see Memmott, 
1989). Most recently, the town camp leases have been ‘leased back’ to the Commonwealth 
Government, through the Office of Township Leasing, in return for new houses, renovations 
and refurbishments to existing houses, and a shift from a community housing management 
program to a ‘mainstreamed’ public housing program (Commonwealth Ombudsman, 
2012:6).  
Recent construction activity under the National Partnership Agreement (Remote Indigenous 
Housing) program, including part of the Strategic Indigenous Housing and Infrastructure 
Program (SIHIP), involving new housing construction and refurbishment of existing dwellings 
has resulted in there being currently 284 houses in the 18 official town camps, with a 
population estimated to be between 2,000 and 3,000 permanent residents and visitors 
(Tangentyere Council, Foster 2005).  
Climate change in central Australia 
The 2004 report, ‘Climate Change in the Northern Territory’ (Hennessy, 2004), noted that the 
frequency of extremely warm days and nights has increased, while the frequency of 
extremely cool days and nights has decreased in the last half century. Since 1950, the 
Northern Territory’s average annual maximum temperature has increased by 0.12 degrees 
Celsius per decade and the minimum temperature by 0.17 degrees Celsius per decade. The 
Northern Territory as a whole has become wetter since 1950, and annual heavy rain has 
also increased (that is, more heavy rain days), although this has occurred more in the Top 
End of the Territory. In the central regions, Alice Springs is expected to be drier in future (in 
both wet and dry seasons), and to see fewer frosts during winter.  
In 2010, the CSIRO (Wang et al), examined the potential impact of climate change on 
heating and cooling energy requirements of residential houses in five regional climates, 
under three carbon emission scenarios (A1F1, A1B, and 550ppm scenarios). It found that 
there is likely to be a significant climate change impact on household heating/cooling energy 
use within the lifespan of existing housing stock (Wang, 2010:1663).  
Housing in Alice Springs invariably requires both heating and cooling although the latter 
dominates the overall space conditioning profile. In cooling dominated areas such as Alice 
Springs, the predicted increase in cooling load is much more than the predicted decrease in 
heating load, resulting in a significant increase in heating/cooling requirements (of between 
61% and 101% to 2050 and 112% to 350% by 2100). The CSIRO report predicts that 
heating reduction in Alice Springs associated with a global temperature rise of 3 degrees 
Celsius would equal 30 MJ/m2 (and for a 6 degrees Celsius  change, 40 MJ/m2). However, 
the corresponding cooling increase for a global temperature rise of 3 degrees Celsius would 
be 200 MJ/m2 (and for 6 degree Celsius  change, 500 MJ/m2) (Wang, 2010:1677).  
These predicted changes to energy consumption are aggregated estimates, and every 
individual household and housing configuration will demonstrate a different energy use 
profile that reflects occupancy levels, age profiles, types of household appliances and so on. 
However, the predictions clearly indicate that maintaining indoor domestic comfort in Alice 
Springs is likely to become increasingly difficult or expensive in terms of energy and water 
consumption. 
 
Approach and method 
While we acknowledge there are many valid approaches to studying houses and households 
varying from ethnographic to instrumental, in this research the approach taken was to 
characterise the householder experience as domestic social practice. Specifically, in order to 
investigate responses to hot weather, the project starts with an understanding of current 
social practice of keeping cool. The way in which practices are maintained over time, some 
are modified, new ones emerge, and still others fade away, has implications for community 
and household adaptation in the face of changing environmental and climatic conditions.  
Social practices have been defined variously as ‘a routinized type of behaviour’ (Reckwitz, 
2002), and a ‘temporally and spatially dispersed nexus of doings and sayings’ (Schatzki, 
1996). A practice is both an entity in itself, a specific thing that exists in a society, such as 
the practice of driving a car, and something that is performed by an individual (a ‘carrier’ of a 
practice), where a person performs the act of driving a car. Practices may vary, for example, 
through changes in the elements that enable them, personal preference or caprice, and if 
enough carriers modify how a practice is performed then that practice is changed, an 
example being the development of ‘texting’ by students in Finland. What happens in a 
society is not fixed, but is continually reproduced by doing, and in that reproduction may 
change if circumstances change (Shove, 2012). 
Social practice theorists posit at least three primary elements that shape social practice form 
and take-up: material settings of the practice; skills and knowledge required to carry out the 
practice, and; rules and common understandings about how a practice should be done. 
Recent studies of household resource use that adopt a social practices perspective further 
divide the latter into two categories, in order to emphasise the differences between what 
‘must’ be done and what ‘should’ be done (see Strengers 2011, Maller 2011, and Sofoulis 
2005). In terms of the practices the project is concerned with in the town camps, this 
expanded four-element structure is used: 
1. Materials; the physical things around us. In housing terms, these would include the form of 
the dwellings, services, appliances, furniture and so on. Of particular import to this study is 
(a) climate change and (b) the recent new housing construction and refurbishment of 
existing dwellings, which has led to the introduction of evaporative air conditioners 
(‘swampies’) and removal of trees from around dwellings. 
2. Rules; the things that must be done (or that must not be done). These are generally 
imposed upon people rather than originating internally, such as rules for driving like speed 
limits, and the wearing of seatbelts. In this study the new tenancy agreements have imposed 
new rules about access and use of dwellings and responsibilities for dwelling condition and 
services. 
3. Practical knowledge; the technical knowhow and skill required to perform a particular 
practice. In this study cross-cultural knowledge and technical knowledge of housing 
infrastructure, appliances and their use and maintenance are significant elements of social 
practices of dealing with hot weather. 
4. Common understandings; these are the set of understandings about cultural practices that 
people consider to be ‘normal’ or common to a particular social group. An often unspoken 
assumption about ‘what people like me, do’ in different situations. In this study the role of 
cross-cultural expectations is manifest, for example, ‘westernised’ approaches to mechanical 
cooling are overlain on pre-existing cultural practices and expectations, and these vary 
across households, permanent residents and visitors. 
Changes to any of these elements may modify how a practice is performed, and hence 
change the profile of that practice. Moreover as practices, particularly those performed within 
a household, are often connected to other practices (or ‘bundled’), changes in a particular 
practice may cascade into multiple changes across a series of practices (Shove, 2012). 
Social practices also overlap and compete with each other. In terms of the scope of this 
project, only those practices performed within the town camp households that relate to 
‘comfort practices’ are examined, although in the discussion section other practices that are 
‘bundled’ with comfort practices are identified as additional elements that may influence or 
be part of several different practices. 
Drawing extensively on the experience of the Tangentyere researchers, the primary aim of 
interviews with householders is to gain some insight into current comfort-related practices, 
identifying change in practices and practice elements. Interviews were conducted with town 
camp residents and with service providers in order to establish the network of relationships 
between the different tenancy management providers, Territory Government, Tangentyere 
Council and the residents, particularly in relation to where responsibility lies in comfort-
related areas of tenancy management. When examining the housing management 
framework on the town camps, the focus is placed on social practices themselves, so that for 
example, the reporting of faults or breakdowns, along with tenancy management rules and 
repair and maintenance strategies, all form part of household comfort practices. 
 
Results: Dealing with the heat 
The practice of keeping cool in the town camps is undergoing change. A variety of ways of 
keeping cool (referred to as ‘practice variants’), were used by the residents of the town 
camps; some appear to be stable and others emerging and new. They included a mixture of 
active (i.e. requiring the use of metered power) and passive practices, with passive cooling 
practices often persisting alongside developing active practices. 
The most commonly expressed continuing practice variant related to keeping cool was 
sitting outside and using shade from either trees or the house, in a position to catch any 
breezes. The majority of respondents commented that they use this practice. Sitting outside 
in the shade was often conducted in small groups, indicating that the practice variant is 
related to the maintenance of social connections as well as comfort control. In particular, 
older town camp respondents emphasised the preference for keeping cool outside of a 
dwelling. 
‘Outside is best, fresh air and the environment, swampies not so effective with more people 
inside house’ 
‘Prefer being outside because you can feel the breeze, more comfortable 
Also the air conditioner has a smell (not healthy)’ 
A common practice variant that was linked or connected to using shade to stay cool was the 
hosing of the verandah and yard area with water. This helps reduce dust (a ubiquitous 
feature of town camp yards) and adds moisture (humidity) to the air, cooling the surrounds 
by evaporation. This practice variant links water use to keeping cool. 
‘We find a nice place to sit and hose (ground) around a shaded tree’ 
Other techniques for keeping cool mentioned by the town camp respondents included 
sleeping outside, playing with water, taking cold showers, and visiting other locations, either 
relative’s houses that were cooler, or public facilities such as the Alice Spring’s swimming 
pool or local parks in the town centre. 
‘We go up to town to the park and sit around until it gets cool and come home or take the 
kids to the pool’ 
Developing or emerging cooling practice variants overwhelmingly involved new housing 
hardware and active energy use, with the widespread uptake in use of the newly installed 
evaporative air conditioners. Even where air-conditioner use was not enthusiastically 
embraced, it was noted as a counter-point to other ‘better’ and more ‘traditional’ practices. 
‘We use the air conditioner and use it all night’ 
‘Stay in the house with the air conditioner and fans’ 
However, despite its widespread uptake, the narrative around air-conditioner use was often 
conditional. The benefit of an effective indoor cooling mode for children was noted by some 
of the respondents, while at the same time being ‘not for them’. For older respondents, air 
conditioner use raised the idea of a ‘luxury’ option for cooling. Perhaps related to this, cost 
concerns were also noted by respondents. 
‘Air conditioner more comfortable for daughter (2 years old), she gets uncomfortable if 
outside in the heat’ 
‘Before used to sit at another house as the last house did not have effective air conditioning. 
Before (I had my) daughter, just used to hang around with cousins, didn’t care much about 
the weather, more aware now with little daughter’ 
‘Used to all sit outside out back.  Big space and verandah with trees.  All fruit trees planted 
by herself.  Now – prefer the luxury of the air conditioner.’ 
The most significant cost implication for keeping cool practice variants was connected to the 
power use of the newly installed air conditioners. Town camp households are already adept 
at managing household energy use, and air conditioner usage was generally viewed through 
the prism of overall energy use. Power costs in summer were considered less than those for 
winter (as the power cost of heaters was higher), and many respondents when asked about 
cooling practices if power was unavailable, noted that they would simply use the various 
passive practice variants that were performed before the arrival of the air conditioner units. 
‘You have to be a millionaire to keep it running.  It chews a lot of power yeah.’ 
Generational differences in practice variants of keeping cool tended to be noted at either end 
of the age spectrum, with some of the older respondents viewing air conditioner use as a 
luxury or bonus, while the younger lead tenant respondents saw air conditioners as a 
modern or contemporary way of staying cool. It was the middle generation that tended to 
have reservations about air conditioner use as being either ineffective (too cold) or 
unhealthy.  
‘Nice and cool.  Only if we’ve got family we’ll sit outside with them.  But when you get old you 
don't worry about sitting outside.  Old people like sitting outside, but you know I want retired 
luxury in the air conditioning.’ 
All of the residents interviewed were clear in their understanding of where they would report 
faults and how they would go about it. When the issue concerned cooling (and particularly 
air conditioners), the vast majority of interviewees were clear that they would contact 
tenancy management swiftly. Many of the respondents still referred to the Central Australian 
Affordable Housing Company (CAAHC, the company that held the sub-contracts for 
Tenancy and Property Management of the town camp houses at the time of the interviews) 
as Tangentyere Housing, reflecting their past association with Tangentyere Council. Stories 
of long delays in service delivery were common, but examples of prompt repairs were also 
noted.  
‘Report it to Tangentyere Housing and Territory Housing 
When Tangentyere workers around we tell them about it’ 
As noted above regarding sitting in the shade and hosing the front yard, different practice 
variants may be linked or bundled together. In the case of air conditioner use in the town 
camps, the practice is linked with the practice of staying inside on hot days. In turn, it 
displaces the practice of sitting outside. This shift is facilitated when material elements 
change in specific ways. In the town camps the housing and infrastructure works have often 
coincided with the removal of mature trees around dwellings, thus reducing shade options in 
the immediate vicinity of the dwellings. In addition, due to the fact that the air conditioner 
uses power and water, this explicitly bundles the practice with other, competing household 
practices that similarly use power and water, such as cooking, washing, using lights, and 
recreation activities like watching television. This competition is exacerbated by the fact that 
all town camp dwellings have fuel card power meters, so direct choices are often negotiated 
between different energy-using practices that consume power cards. The additional power 
requirements associated with air conditioner use must be factored in to overall decisions 
around the allocation of household power consumption. 
‘turn all of the power off (at the fusebox) to save power for the air conditioner’ 
 
Discussion and conclusions 
Many practices found in the town camp communities reflect distinctive Indigenous cultural 
preferences in household activities, in particular regarding social expectations and 
commitments, gender segregation, personal privacy and child care. 
The practices of dealing with hot weather amongst residents of the town camps indicate a 
diversity of variation, including both active (reliant upon electricity) and passive approaches. 
This diversity provides a good basis for adaptation to climate change locally. New practice 
variants are developing (in particular the use of air conditioning), but established practice 
variants are being partially maintained at the time of the research and continue to play an 
important role around a year after the housing upgrade works. While the cooling practices 
engaged in by residents differ between households, there remains a significant correlation of 
practices amongst the town campers suggesting that, at least in the town camps included in 
this project, there is a degree of social and cultural cohesion around common 
understandings of appropriate comfort practices, facilitated and shaped by a common range 
of available materials and standard rules and regulations set by authorities based outside of 
the town camps. Current ‘hands-on’ tenancy management practices by the CAAHC also 
encourage transmission of knowledge to residents about climate related practices. The 
CAAHC tenancy and property personnel believe that the residents have a high level of 
resilience, and that they are technically proficient in using the majority of housing hardware 
items in their homes. 
Reflecting fluctuating and regularly large household sizes and visitor numbers, town camp 
dwellings (new or refurbished) continue to be subject to high and constant use by occupants 
inside and out. As noted by Wigley, ‘Contrary to the generally held view the interiors of 
houses are in constant use throughout the day’, this is not a new phenomenon, and is likely 
to continue (Wigley, 1994:38).  
However, Ross (1987), noted in her work in WA that for Indigenous people crowding (in a 
house) is more of a state of mind linked to ‘who’ people are (how closely related) not 
persons per square meter. So a full house of close family does not necessarily feel crowded, 
but the presence of an ‘unwelcome’ visitor may (Ross, 1987:114). Nevertheless, whether a 
large number of people using a dwelling causes ‘stress’ for the house-boss or not, their 
presence impacts on household practices. As a consequence, the main threats to the 
adaptability and resilience of the town campers emanate from the low income levels of many 
households, which limits the ability of those households to use ‘power-based’ appliances for 
cooling purposes, given the substantial other power commitments within the home, and 
continued high numbers of visitors that put a strain on the material resources of households, 
even though many visitors will supply their own power cards. 
Given predictions that climate change will bring pressure for increased cooling capacity in 
households, continued changes in associated practices is likely and, moreover, changes in 
any elements of practices for dealing with hot weather are likely to prompt shifts in the 
balance of practice variants across different households.  There is therefore a need to track 
changing practices as they relate to climate change stressors in order to monitor adaptive 
capacity and detect any potential declines in the face of increasing climate change.  
The move towards air conditioner use has been notable, although the bulk of town campers 
retain practice variants for keeping cool wherever they can that pre-date installation of the 
‘swampies’ in their homes. The uptake in air conditioner use has changed the balance of 
cooling practices – shifting them towards both indoor and power-based practices. This has 
brought cooling practices into potential competition for resources with other, competing, 
power-based activities practiced in the home, such as cooking, showering and watching TV, 
further complicating power management. 
Uptake of air conditioners as part of cooling practice appears to be associated with a range 
of common understandings, with the idea of ‘luxury’ being noted in several interviews, 
however, an expressed notion that air conditioning is healthy for young children, was also a 
recurrent theme in the interviews. This raises the possibility that air-conditioner use has 
become embedded into practices of ‘raising healthy kids’ as well as practices of dealing with 
heat. This should be further investigated as strategies aimed at providing passive ‘hot 
weather friendly’ community infrastructure (including shading and water features) for pre-
school age children may act to lower the power use of households (with young children) over 
the hot summer months. The combination of air-conditioner use being ‘inside’ the dwelling 
and ‘good for kids’ also opens up potential ground for renegotiation of the relationship 
between residents and visitors, particularly around night-time sleeping arrangements. 
In conclusion, the focus for this paper has been upon resident practices of dealing with hot 
weather, in the context of increasing temperatures, heat waves and hot weather related 
events. A focus on social practices provides a framework for researchers, community 
groups, service providers and housing management organisations to conceptualise town 
camp resilience and vulnerability to climate change. Material elements of cooling practices 
are changing, including both climate change itself and the recent new housing construction 
and refurbishment of existing dwellings, which has led to the introduction of evaporative air 
conditioners  and removal of trees from around dwellings. Similarly, rules have changed 
associated with the new regime of tenancy agreements. Cross-cultural factors are both 
attendant in the uptake, mediation and propagation of practical knowledge around cooling 
practices, and common understandings around what one ‘ought’ to do to deal with the heat.  
The research suggests current constraints in adaptive capacity are ‘capacity’ based, rather 
than being ‘education or knowledge-gap’ related, so the current tenancy and property 
management focus on practical, technical, education programs regarding housing hardware 
may not be addressing the most pressing adaptation challenges. Tenancy management’s 
‘education’ and ‘appliance efficiency’ focus in efforts to ease cost-of-living pressures on town 
camp residents is likely to be insufficient to ‘change’ practice or to ensure climate adaptive 
outcomes. Key adaptive capacity threats include the possible loss of passive cooling options 
as yards and outdoor shade shelter is neglected in favour of capital outlays inside dwellings. 
If these are no longer available, residents are prevented access to the material elements that 
are important in passive cooling based practices that are alternatives to mechanical cooling 
options.  The research also revealed ‘bundling’ of practices that require further attention. 
Suffice to say, where cooling practices are shifting to mechanical, indoor options and away 
from passive shading, outdoor options, there are also impacts on associated practices 
around maintaining social connections and community cohesion. These in turn may have 
knock-on effects for future climate adaptive capacity. 
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